The Minoan Shipwreck at

Pseira, Crete



Frontispiece. Yiorgos Klontzas in 2003 with the first hole-mouthed jar (1, 03/22) found at the site of the Pseira ship-
wreck. Photo E. Hadjidaki-Marder.
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Preface

This book aims to shed light on a small but bold maritime community on the island of
Pseira in the Mirabello Bay, East Crete. The settlement on Pseira was built on a rocky prom-
ontory that offered a natural double bay for the protection of ships and was founded in the
Final Neolithic period, well before 3000 B.c. The Pseirans were seafarers from earliest times,
and many of the town’s ordinary needs (including all the pottery) were carried to the is-
land by sea. Early Bronze Age goods from distant sources, such as obsidian from Melos and
metals including gold (Betancourt 2003, 68), indicate that Pseira was participating in long-
distance trade as early as the Early Minoan (EM) II period. The island was never isolated.

A ship transporting cargo from the coastal region of the Mirabello Bay sank near Pseira
in Middle Minoan (MM) IIB, around the second half of the 18th century B.c. This was a
time when the Middle Bronze Age palaces had already been built at Knossos, Phaistos, and
Malia. The site is 5.5 nautical miles from the Minoan town of Gournia and 2 miles from
the smaller settlement at Mochlos. The ship came to rest at a depth of 35-45 m, sufficient
to deter all but professional divers; in 2003, when we found the wreck, it had been looted.
Fortunately, remains of its large cargo were safely buried in pockets of sand on the rocky
bottom. No wood from the hull survived. Nevertheless, the over 140 artifacts that were ex-
cavated provide evidence for the seafaring activities of the inhabitants of Pseira; their con-
tacts with the rest of Crete, the Dodecanese, and perhaps western Anatolia; the goods that
they traded; the harbors to which they sailed; and hints about the kind of ships that made
the trade possible.

The shipwreck is the first and largest MM IIB example to have been found and excavat-
ed. The results of the investigation are due to a mixture of skill and good luck and the gen-
erosity of the Institute for Aegean Prehistory (INSTAP).
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PREFACE

Finding a Minoan shipwreck had been a goal of marine archaeologists for decades, es-
pecially for the community of Greek marine archaeologists. Maritime archaeology is par-
ticularly expensive because it relies on divers who can work only for a limited amount of
time each day and whose lives depend on support personnel and diving equipment. A
Greek department of underwater archaeology was founded in the 1970s. There were fre-
quent public declarations that underwater archaeology was essential to the future of the
discipline, but adequate funding was always uncertain, and by the year 2000, research
projects had slowed to a trickle. The Minoan shipwreck thus would likely never have been
found without support from INSTAP.

In 2002, I received an invitation to apply for a grant from INSTAP. The application was
successful, and it made possible a first month of exploration in September 2003. Prom-
ising results led to additional financial support from INSTAP that allowed an additional
survey in June 2004 and excavations and surveys from 2005 to 2009.

The project was conducted by an almost exclusively Greek team. The deep-water geo-
physical survey in 2003 was conducted in collaboration with George Anastasakis of the
Department of Geology, University of Athens. He was accompanied by three assistants:
Spiros Maroulakis, Giorgos Sgouros, and Christos Agelopoulos. We had occasional as-
sistance from the diving archaeologist, Miranda-Despina Hinkley, and the marine biol-
ogist, Kostas Frangoulis. The 9 m boat used to house the geophysical equipment was the
ADENTHX XPIXTOZX N.A.N. 162. Also participating in that first year was a deep-diving
team led by Yiorgos Klontzas. He and his associates, Kostas Kirsanof and Nikos Golfis,
worked from a 20-m wooden sponge-diving boat, ATIOX TEQPI'TOX N.A.N. 92, equipped
with a decompression chamber and other equipment.

Klontzas and his team returned in all subsequent years, and his boat became the center
from which the survey and eventually the excavation were conducted.

The dedication of all the team members was remarkable. They dived at great depths and
withstood uncertainties both about the weather and about continued official tolerance,
all for a very modest compensation, the love of the sea, and the chance to participate in a
project they would remember forever.

Elpida Hadjidaki-Marder
Phalasarna, Crete
2018
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